Predators have evolved many different ways to detect hidden prey by using advanced sensory organs. However, in some environmental contexts sensory information may be obscured. The relation between sensory organs, obstruction and searching efficiency remains little explored. In this study we experimentally examined the ways in which a sensory system ('remote detection'), which enables red knots, Calidris canutus, to detect hard objects buried in wet soft sediments, is obstructed by plants. At an important coastal nonbreeding site of this species, the Banc d'Arguin (Mauritania, West Africa), most of the intertidal foraging area is covered by sea grass. The structurally complex networks of belowground roots and rhizomes and aboveground sea grass may obstruct information on the presence of buried bivalves and thus affect searching efficiency. Under aviary conditions we offered red knots buried bivalves in either bare soft sediments or in sea grass patches and measured prey encounter rates. Red knots detected prey by direct touch in sea grass but remotely in bare sediment. Physical modelling of the pressure field build-up around a probing bill showed that within a layer of sea grass rhizomes, permeability is reduced to the extent that the pressure field no longer reveals the presence of an object. In bare sediment, where searching efficiency is constant, red knot intake rate levelled off with increasing prey density (described by a so-called type II functional response). In the sea grass beds, however, prey density increases with sea grass density and simultaneously decreases searching efficiency, which will at some point lead to a decrease in intake rate when prey densities increase (i.e. a type IV functional response). Clearly, prey detection mechanisms dictate that the combined effects of prey density and habitat complexity should be taken into account when predicting forager distributions and habitat preference.
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Insights into the morphology and functionality of sensory organs in animals have contributed to our basic understanding of habitat selection and foraging distribution of animals searching for prey (Cunningham et al., 2010; Miller & Surlykke, 2001; Piersma, 2012; Sleep & Brigham, 2003) . Predators have evolved multiple ways to detect their prey other than by sight. For example, bats detect their prey in the dark by ultrasonic signalling (Schnitzler & Kalko, 2001) , owls use high acoustic sensitivity to detect their prey by sound in the dark (Martin, 1986) and cetacean species often use echolocation to detect their prey in the water column (Au, Benoit-Bird, & Kastelein, 2007; Madsen, Kerr, & Payne, 2004) . Using their sensitive bill tip, shorebirds (Scolopacidae) have evolved a variety of ways to detect prey buried out of sight in soft sediments, including smell, taste, detection of prey vibrations, direct touch and even 'remote detection' (Gerritsen & Meiboom, 1986; Hulscher, 1982; Nebel, Jackson, & Elner, 2005; Piersma, van Aelst, Kurk, Berkhoudt, & Maas, 1998) .
In some environmental contexts, sensory information may be obscured. For example, vegetation cover on the water surface obstructs echolocation-based prey detection in insectivorous bats
